Thyroid function in a cassava-eating population affected by epidemic spastic paraparesis.
Thyroid function was studied in a rural population in Mozambique that had been affected by an epidemic of spastic paraparesis attributed to dietary cyanide exposure from cassava. Laboratory investigation on a sample of this population demonstrated very high levels of serum and urinary thiocyanate, indicating a heavy exposure to cyanide. The urinary excretion of iodine was within normal limits, indicating an adequate intake of iodine. The serum levels of FT4I were somewhat decreased and serum FT3I, T3/T4 ratio and TSH were somewhat raised. This hormone pattern suggests an adaptation to the antithyroid effect of thiocyanate, but not overt hypothyroidism. A follow-up study on school children was performed, and it also demonstrated high thiocyanate exposure, adequate intake of iodine, and absence of endemic goitre. The results show that if iodine supply is adequate, the thyroid gland is capable of adaptation to a heavy body burden of thiocyanate without development of overt hypothyroidism or goitre.